Psychosocial predictors of fetoplacental blood flow during pregnancy.
Although a number of studies have found significant associations between maternal psychological distress, anxiety and changes in fetoplacental blood flow, findings remain inconsistent. A recent pilot study by our group highlighted some of these inconsistencies. In the current study, we expanded this pilot analysis to include psychological distress, anxiety and a range of antenatal variables, with the aim of identifying predictors of fetoplacental blood flow. Healthy pregnant women (n=148) underwent Doppler flow studies on uterine, umbilical and fetal arteries; as well as assessments of distress, anxiety and other antenatal variables (e.g. perceived social support, resilience, nicotine and alcohol use) in each trimester. Stepwise regression analyses found that state anxiety was associated with lower mid-cerebral artery pulsatility index at trimester 3. Subjects were recruited from selected midwife obstetric units in the same health district, so the generalizability of our results may be limited. While most subjects received Doppler assessment at trimesters 2 and 3, only approximately half of our sample was assessed at trimester 1. The finding that anxiety is associated with increased blood flow to the fetal brain during trimester 3 of pregnancy, coincide with previous work. The findings emphasize a growing appreciation of the potential importance of psychological well-being during pregnancy for infant development. However, as associations were small and variable, further research using multivariate models to determine the precise mechanisms underlying these associations would be warranted.